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There has never been a moment throughout human history where food has not been a
matter of life and death, but the execution of a total war—and modern war—makes its study
essential within the context of World War I. The production, consumption, and scarcity of food
profoundly shaped the home front experience, and this home front experience has become a
critical element in reading the First World War. Additionally, both a patriotic sense of food
conservation by food agencies and the reinforcement of national cuisines further reinforced a
sense of nationalism among those supporting their countries at war. However, this was not
always the case; food shortages led to civil unrest—mostly among women tasked with fighting
the war on their respective home fronts—and governments sometimes found themselves needing
to concentrate on feeding people inside their own territories as much as their armies.
Historians have been writing about the First World War even prior to it ending. The
trajectory of Great War historiography was most famously laid out by Jay Winter and Antoine
Prost in their chapter “The Three Historiographical Configurations”. First, the field was
dominated (during the interwar period) by military and diplomatic histories, “top down”
accounts of diplomats and generals that belied the soldier’s perspective (the “grand omission”).1
Winter and Prost designate the next configuration as the turn to social history in the 1960s,
which includes the work of Marxist historians, and offers explanations of how economic and
social forces affected the course of the war (including its link to revolutions and labor
movements). Lastly, a more interdisciplinary approach of historical inquiry after the fall of the
Soviet Union led to the Third Configuration, approaching understanding of the Great War

1

Jay Winter and Antoine Prost, “Three Historiographical Configurations” from The Great War
in History: Debates and Controversies, 1914 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005), 13.
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through a cultural lens.2 This gave perhaps the most agency to individual and otherwise underrecognized historic actors, and ushered in historiographical methods beyond the scope of a
strictly cultural lens (such as post-colonialist approaches to reading historical phenomena.
This study will look at six monographs that provide food-related studies of various
aspects of the First World War. In chronological order: L. Margaret Barnett’s British Food
Policy During the First World War, published in 1985; Lars T. Lih’s Bread and Authority in
Russia: 1914-1921, published in 1990; Belinda Davis’s Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and
Everyday Life in World War I Berlin, published in 2000; Maureen Healy’s chapter “Food and the
Politics of Sacrifice” from her 2007 monograph Vienna and the Fall of the Hapsburg Empire;
Matthew Richardson’s The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing, 1914-1918, published in
2015; and Lauren James’s Colonial Food in Interwar Paris: The Taste of Empire, published in
2016.
“Food as life-sustaining material resource” serves as the initial stream through which to
understand the historiography of food and the Great War. A running theme of food and the Great
War stresses that the conflict was unlike anything that had come before, and the nations that
engaged in it found the challenges to supply its home and war fronts a herculean task. Barnett
and Lih’s books—principally examining the ways through which food policy manipulated the
individual war efforts of Great Britain and the Russian Empire, respectively—use food as a tool
of economic and political analysis for its utilization by a nation or empire to feed and placate its
citizens. Neither monograph is particularly Marxist in its approach, but both are in line with the
later years of the 2nd configuration; Briton’s book detailing the economic dependency of the
British Isles on its colonies and American ally for sustenance, and the policies of consumption it

2
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laid out for working class Britons3, and Lih’s work suggesting the role of bread (pun absolutely
intended) in Bolshevik takeover of Russia in 1917. It is important to mention that this connection
of food to state economics and politics does not necessarily cease in the ensuing historiography
of food and the Great War. However, these types of narratives would begin, at the end of the
1990s, to contemplate the intersection of state policy with the agency and representation of
individual historical actors—specifically, women.
Accordingly, the recognition of the home front as a powerful means of understanding the
war complicated the study of food and foodways during the First World War. And because
women were not permitted on the front lines of battle, the increased examination of the home
front became in many ways a means through which to weave the lens of gender history that
emerged in the 1990s. Belinda Davis’s Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life
in World War I Berlin, published in 2000, details how women in the city of Berlin used the food
shortages spurred on by the British blockade to navigate the gendered notions of the public
sphere and assert their political agency.4 In a similar fashion, Maureen Healy’s 2007 chapter
“Food and the Politics of Sacrifice” from her book Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire
details the degrees to which the Austrian government was forced to reckon with starving or
malnourished Viennese women, making them in effect a political force of their own during the
war. Both pieces narrow the broad gaze Britton and Lih’s earlier commodity-based studies by
concentrating on specific cities within the German and Austro-Hungarian Empires, respectively,

3

L. Margaret, Barnett. British Food Policy During the First World War (New York: Unwin
Hyman, 1985).
4
Belinda J. Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I
Berlin (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2000)
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and demonstrate the increased representations of gender history in the Great War historiography
in the late-90s and early-2000s.
This bottom-up narrative also fostered an increased tendency to use food as a cultural
crucible through which ethnic, gender, and class distinctions were reinforced. Precursors to this
include the works of anthropologists Marvin Harris, and more so, the work of Sidney Mintz’s
Sweetness and Power, a vital lynchpin connecting the advent of cultural affinities for specific
foodstuffs (sugar) and historic political and economic phenomena.5 Mintz’s seminal work charts
sugar’s association with the escalation of Caribbean plantation slavery, and convincingly argues
that sugar’s consumption by the mercantile capitalism aristocracy was more than just for its
sweetness: as a cultural commodity, sugar reinforced the social and economic power this class
had over the plantation slaves who produced it. Studies like these ushered in an interdisciplinary
methodology that would allow historians to use foodways as a discursive tool through which to
understand historical processes, including World War I.
These cultural influences of the social sciences on foodways and cuisine also led to more
often establishing food as a symbol that reinforced connection to certain national and ethnic
identities, differences from “others” based on these food choices. James’s book connects the
cultural elements of food and cuisine with the post-colonial historiographical streams gaining
momentum in the late 2000s. Similarly, The Hunger War addresses the ways food acts as a
cultural lens by surveying the means through which the Great War’s belligerents provisioned
their armies and used distinctive national cuisines and food choices as a means of propaganda on

5
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the home front. It also explicitly incorporates elements of how nations confronted feeding the
“exotic” palates and food preparation routines of their colonial troops.

British Food Policy During the First World War
Early in her monograph, Barnett lays out the preexisting literature on British food policy
and why she feels it needs revision. Barnett is critical of what she sees as the historiography
dominated by “men personally involved with the [Ministry of Food]” who are highly laudatory
of the way things were handled after December 1916 and dismissive of developments prior to
then”, seeking to compose her study “outside the narrow realm of British government circles”. 6
As a result, Barnett’s contribution notably introduces two key determinants into the discussion of
how Britain was able to feed itself and its troops during the First World War. First, she stresses
the importance and agency of the labor movement and consumer advocacy in shifting the system
of food distribution from producer-oriented to consumer-oriented. Second, she highlights the
importance of the United States Food Administration and the trading system the organization
fostered through the two allies. Collectively, these two developments lead her to conclude that,
“…international co-operation and the sharing of facilities, funds, and supplies by the Allied
producer and consumer nations provided the key to victory in the First World War, rather than
any individual tour de force”.7
Barnett’s book is one of the first in the World War I canon to emphasize food’s
importance as an area of inquiry in historical studies of a modern “total war”. Her work
meticulously looks that the ways in which British food policy increasingly became a top priority

6
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of the liberal government as the war increasingly depleted the home front of provisions. To
accomplish this, Barnett dismisses the notions advanced by authors like David French and P.E.
Dewey that Great Britain was neither too concerned with its self-subsistence as early as 1903 nor
was it ever seriously confronted with public war weariness as a result of wartime food policy.8
A great example of this is her sourcing of the relative domestic production of food staples
in Great Britain and Germany in the decades before the war. For instance, while the British
blockade in 1915 could imply Germany dealt with food insecurity and inadequate domestic
production to begin with, it actually was producing nearly 90% of its food, with Britain
producing no more than a third of its own food in 1913.9 This utilization of quantitative history,
Green and Troup note, uses “techniques such as economic modeling and demographic
reconstruction [to] greatly increase our access to the mass of participants in our past.”10
Still, while her work chiefly examines the political and economic repercussions of
wartime food policy, it also utilizes food as a cultural beef cattle and sheep offered less “returns”
on the calories you fed them then pigs, but in 1914, British farmers balked at keeping other
livestock because cattle and sheep were what they had always raised.11 These cultural
explanations for food production may not be a dominant part of her argument, but they do
illustrate the powerful ways in which people conceive of foodstuffs as far more than just
sustenance.

8

Barnett, xix. See French’s British Economic and Strategic Planning, 1905-1915 (London, 1982)
and Dewey’s ‘Food production and policy in the United Kingdom, 1914-1918’, Transactions of
the Royal Historical Society, no. 30 (1980), 71-89.
9
Barnett, 14.
10
Anna Green and Kathleen Troup. The Houses of History: A critical reader in twentiethcentury history and theory (New York: NYU Press, 1999), 149.
11
Barnett, 18.
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Barnett’s incorporation of labor and its intersection with food and war politics offers
another lens of inquiry to the field. Not only did Labor foment fruitful food policy during the war
years, but also politically benefitted from their actions after the war was over. Although not a
totally Marxist or materialist analysis in line with the 2nd configuration, her larger idea of social
change through the working classes’ pursuit of resources certainly stems from it. Barnett makes
novel connections between the enlarged government responsibility of providing enough food to
satisfy the home front and the public’s acceptance of heretofore radical political platforms into
the mainstream. To this end, she attaches British war weariness directly to food conservation
procedures, and suggests that the Consumer Council’s act of bringing the Labour Party to the
discussion table greatly enhanced the latter’s ability to make social democratic policies more
palatable after the war.12
Barnett’s connection of labor, consumer food advocacy, and its influence on the
strengthening of the British welfare state is further fleshed out in the works of Davis and Healy,
whose addition of a gendered lens builds upon the historical streams of food’s cultural
connection to class, gender, and political autonomy.

Bread and Authority in Russia, 1917-1921
Lars T. Lih’s book is an overtly top-down history detailing the ways in which economics
indelibly—and principally—affect politics, political movements, and revolution. His central
focus for the aspects of the book dealing with World War I rests with the “food-supply crisis”, a
byzantine and bureaucratic thorn in the side of Tsarist, Provisional, and Bolshevik governments

12
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alike, and “both symptom and intensifier of the overall dislocation and then breakdown of
national economic and social life”.13
Lih clearly has extensive knowledge of the moving parts of the Russian bureaucracy,
whether it be describing the Tsar’s clumsy entrance into war demanding a sudden windfall of
food supplies to feed the armies (and causing his government to implement hands-on control of
the fast bread basket of Russian agricultural production) or the Provisional government’s
tolkachi (expediters) sent to ensure that district food-supply committees were acting in the best
interests of the entire country. Admittedly, these characters—kusochniki (“slicemen”),
mechochniki (“sackmen”), etc-- become a little difficult to keep straight, but at the same time
faithfully articulates the managerial chaos that the various political leaders of Russia capitalized
on throughout the beginnings of the First World War and Russia’s exit from it.14
Bread and Authority also uses the lens of food to articulate the profound changes in
economic interconnectivity amid the first massive global conflict. Russia’s loss of Germany as a
trading partner, for instance, was a major catalyst for the food crisis that precipitated as the Tsar
drove his people deeper into war. Furthermore, by 1916, over half of the grain produced in
Russia went to feeding the army, exacerbating unrest that had been unfolding for years, and at
least since the Revolution of 1905. Indeed, bread became indelibly tied to political promises of
reform and revolution. More than the accompanying “peace and land” in Lenin’s promise of
“Peace, Land, and Bread”, Lih argues that bread—as a metonym for food itself— became the

13

Lars T. Lih, Bread and Authority in Russia, 1917-1921 (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1990).
14
Lih, 76-77.
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straw the broke the camel’s back: “When the tsarist government fell in the depths of the winter
of 1916-1917, it was the Petrograd crowds calling for bread that delivered the final blow”.15
The topic of food is, for Lih, almost entirely that of a commodity. The historical crux of
Lih’s book is the food-supply crisis of 1917, and the means with which the Russian government
intervened—through various requisitions and embargoes, to aggravate local food supply
economies. He articulates the notion of competing “dualisms”16 that extend through every
governing period, pitting market vicissitudes to price fixing, and centralized power to
provincialized control. In turn, these competing ideologies spurred, among other things, a deep
divide between urban and rural constituencies. Writes Lih, “The battle over fixed prices led to
bitter disunity between the coalition of forces that wanted a cheap and reliable supply of grain
and the rural producers who felt they were being exploited”. 17
Furthermore, the main subjects in Lih’s book are not the food-deprived Russian people,
but the agricultural ministers and transportation commissioners that wrestled with the food
policies of the various governments. The exception to this comes with Lih’s references to the
importance of rhetoric, a hint of a larger linguistic turn taking place in the historiographical
trajectory in the year his book was published. His documentation of the perception of “Grain and
flour kings” between peasants throughout the vast Russian Empire evokes similar rhetoric of
“soldiers’ wives” used by hungry Germans in Davis’s examination of wartime Berlin ten years
later.18 Writes Lih, “The northern peasants were getting angry at their brothers in the south, who
had taken over the estates but were now refusing to divide the spoils”.19

15

Lih, 8.
Lih, 19-23.
17
Lih, 3.
18
Lih, 13.
19
Lih, 63.
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Foodstuffs also came to drive a wedge of class division based on these regional
differences and divide between the agrarian and urban/industrial existence. Lih uses his
expansive sourcing of consumption statistics to point out that peasants in the Tver province
sought to increase sugar rations to the peasantry, proclaiming the eight-hour workers were
undeserving of the calorie-dense commodity because of the relatively lower (whether actual or
perceived) caloric demands of those working the land.20 As with Barnett’s monograph five years
earlier, while Lih’s methodological goals are more economic and political—in line with the
social history of the 2nd configuration—the lens of food often evokes the indelible cultural
motivation and attachments to consumption.
Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I Berlin and Vienna and
the Fall of the Habsburg Empire
By the year 2000, not only were the interdisciplinary influences of cultural history
affecting the historiography of food and the Great War, but so to were the growing numbers of
gender history scholars. Davis’s Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in
World War I Berlin, argues that women in the city of Berlin used the food shortages spurred on
by the British blockade to navigate the gendered notions of the public sphere and assert their
political agency, materializing in the eventual establishment of a more robust welfare state under
the Weimar Republic year later.21 Healy’s chapter “Food and the Politics of Sacrifice” from her
book Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire details the degrees to which the Austrian
government was forced to reckon with starving or malnourished Viennese women, making them
in effect a political force of their own during the war.

20

Lih, 72-73.
Belinda J. Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I
Berlin (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2000).
21
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Davis and Healy both demonstrate an enhanced gendered perspective on food, but also
utilize interdisciplinary sources—especially from the field of anthropology22-- to construct their
food-based studies. At the same time, they are both at least influenced by the historiographic
school of alltagsgeschichte, the “histories of everyday life” developed by German-speaking
historians in the 1980s. The localized nature of the urban settings of Berlin and Vienna form the
ideal context for this type of microhistory, and the study of food serves as an ideal
methodological companion for Davis and Healy’s subjects. To tell the stories of their
underrepresented and often unheard subjects, both authors source food itemizations and police
reports to craft a day-to-day relationship of these urban women on the home front to their
consumption needs and habits. Indeed, food and food rituals are deeply ingrained in the praxis of
our daily existence, and to severely disrupt this—as the Great War did—offers a thoughtprovoking perspective from which to view the war experience.
Furthermore, Davis and Healy’s books use food as a methodological tool to make what
could be studies of women’s history also reflective of gendered analysis. The lens of food makes
what could be a work of women’s history a piece of gender history by drawing a connection
throughout of the gendered labor of women as gatekeepers of the ways in which households
were fed and their use of that role to demand more political agency. At the same time, it also
meant they were maligned and scapegoated as “internal enemies”. Davis explains: “The new
public prominence of women, in part a function of food shortages, likely spurred this way of
thinking…Government propaganda on the subject of food played heavily on notions [of
the]…ubiquitous wartime bogey of the traitorous spy most often took the form of woman who

22
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lacked the understanding and allegiance outside her narrow world.”23 Likewise, the Viennese
women of Healy’s book were expected to suffer in silence, as vocalizing the miserable
conditions was out of step with both their expectation of absence from the public sphere and the
reverence and worry they possessed for the men on the front that made their own pain from
hunger seem insignificant. Women’s magazines urged women to “think beyond their
households” when it came to “making food decisions”, emphasizing their visibility by the
warring government on one hand, but denoting their role as the population responsible for
domestic nourishment nonetheless.24
However, these works also show that the very act of women not serving in the war
actually gave them more tools—through the harrowing ordeal of mass hunger—to gain political
visibility. Healy notes that, “…in certain respects, the victims of the home front were more
dangerous to the state than the victims on the battlefields: the latter were killed and could be
memorialized as heroes, but the former stuck around as hungry, noisy reminders that states have
obligations to those from whom they demand sacrifice.”25 Healy continues that the “markets,
streets, restaurants, private and public ‘war kitchens’ and any other site of food distribution or
consumption” because political spaces for women to gain some semblance of agency when it
came to petitioning the state .26
Accordingly, both Davis and Healy detail and interpret protests and action against food
insecurity as a means of political protest. Whether these can be read as bona fide political
protests, and not economic protests (if they are not one in the same) can be argued, but the

23
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Healy, 38.
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actions of Viennese and Berliner women reflects the means through which food scarcity
provided an opportunity for them to exercise a demand for consideration in the eyes of wartime
governments. Of the legacy of some of these Berliner women, Davis concludes, “The civilian
and even military administrations were forced to make impressive efforts to meet popular
demand during the war…These efforts are testimony to the kind of societal power that
consumers of little means—women in particular—won under the social, economic, and political
conditions of the war.”27 Likewise, Healy highlights the assertive stand Viennese women took in
the so-called “The Great Potato War of 1918”, gravitating to the countryside (and out of their
traditionally designated domestic spheres) to obtain sustenance by any means possible. She also
illustrates examples of women writing to politicians, urging them to make peace in order to end
conditions of starvation.28 Accordingly, the Austro-Hungarian government framed the general
supply blockade by the British as a food blockade that amounted to the foreign enemy launching
a “starvation war” directly on the citizens of Vienna, which—considering the empire could
adequately supply itself with food under normal conditions—was an act that connotes that the
government worried about appeasing a population they worried could quickly cause unrest. 29
At the same time, Davis and Healy’s respective subjects of inquiry provide different
outcomes (or Davis and Healy come to different conclusions) when it comes to the overall
efficacy of this unrest. While one of Davis’s central pillars remains that the political petitioning
of women around the issue of scarcity fomented a reckoning of the responsibilities of the state to
its citizenry, Healy concludes that she is a bit more skeptical of this impact in the case of
Viennese women: “While we have seen that hungry women and children formed a new political

27

Davis, 237.
Healy, 58.
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arena in Vienna, theirs was not a politics of “new opportunities” or “emancipation” but rather of
basic survival.”30 For Davis, her thesis largely suggests that the “food politics” of Berliner
women drove imperial Germany to lose its legitimacy, and ushered in demand for a welfare state
based on food security for its citizens.31
To this end, many of these historians also invoke class in their gendered analysis of
civilian food scarcity. In Davis’s discussion of public meal halls, she addresses the failure of
these communal kitchens to attract women beyond the minderbemittelte Frauen (“women of
lesser means”) complicates the notion of a monolithic home front of female Berliners.32
Healy’s section about the constant preoccupation with food distribution, “A sack with a hundred
holes”, describes how theories concerning the imbalance of food dissemination was often more
of a concern for Viennese women than the war effort itself, and highlights the demands of poorer
women for a shared sacrifice.33

The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing, 1914-1918
Matthew Richardson notes early in his survey-style history that food is a “universal
constant—we all know what hunger feels like, no matter what nationality we are, where we were
born or what language we speak. Indeed, this observation drives this popular history, which aims
to describe and analyze the similar and differing ways food became a pressing issue for every
participant in the war. His assessment that providing food resources both in the trenches and on
the home front was a “key component of victory” reflects the theses of Bartlett, Davis, and

30
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Davis, 4-5.
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Davis, 48.
33
Healy, 77.
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Healy, who similarly recognized the great powers’ national imperatives to supply the energy and
morale needed to endure over four years of total war. 34
Richardson’s entertaining narrative about the role of food during the First World War
consistently speaks to the importance of its incorporation in the Great War historiography. While
the comprehensive macro-examination is perhaps superficial by the standards of academe, his
book reflects the truly universal ways in which food found its way into political discussions on
nearly every battlefield and home front. Richardson’s book is not built on paging through the
statistical books in government archives or food roles, but primarily on the first-hand accounts of
both soldiers and foreign visitors to individual countries in wartime. The latter perspectives are
effective because these individuals make keen outside observers, and their testimonies make for
sharp insight on the idiosyncrasies of the issue of food on each home front. It also suits
Richardson’s cross-comparative structure. One such example is from an American girl visiting
Vienna: “’…None of the restaurants are allowed to serve bread…People who eat in restaurants
carry their bread with them, and generals and all sorts of high officials have little packages of
bread concealed in their pockets which they slyly pull out at the table…All the white flour is
baked into cakes, and the Viennese cakes are as white and as wonderful as in their palmiest
days…’”.35 While the consideration of diversity of class perspectives becomes an issue with a
reliance on tourists, it does offer a lively alternative to government accounts and statistics.
Likewise, Richardson’s wealth of rich images in his sourcing highlights the intersection
of the marketing of the burgeoning food industry and the nationalist and patriotic propaganda in

34

Matthew Richardson, The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing 1914-1918 (South
Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2015), 124.
35
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the nascent days of mass media. Some of the best parts of Richardson’s book are images of food
and food preparation on the battle field and the conservation-altered food products marketed to
home front citizens that both bolstered nationalistic sentiment and tied these products’ profits to
the heroism of the soldiers. For instance, the text from a Canadian Wrigley’s gum ad reads:
“Always welcome to civilians in normal times, WRIGLEY’S has proven an essential blessing to
the Men-at-Arms when war conditions demand real merit. It helps with appetite and digestion,
allays thirst, guards the teeth from decay, steadies nerves. Chew it after every meal!”.36
The Hunger War’s use of soldiers’ accounts of food also demonstrates its place in the
realm of more bottom-up cultural history. His constant incorporation of soldiers’ voices ensures
that listing the itemized rations provisioned by the armies does not become too dry (although
from the reading, the rations themselves were almost certainly dry). Most of all, it reinforces an
element of the book’s overarching thesis; the reader can understand that the management of food
was a key component because soldiers had food on their mind all the time. And why wouldn’t
they? Food both staved off their severe calorie depletion and offered a small, visceral reprieve
from the misery of the front. Richardson notes a popular saying among the relatively more fooddeprived soldiers in the German barracks, waiting for deployment: “Dorrgemuse, Trocken Brot,
Marmelade, Heldentrod: Dried vegetables, dry bread, marmalade, and a hero’s death”.37
Lastly, Richardson’s book incorporates the very critical ways that food rituals and sense
of place were affected by the war. Like Davis’s observation of wealthier women refusing to
patronize government eating halls, Richardson addresses the ways in which the war affected
French café culture. He writes, “To close the cafes at eight o’clock seemed a tragic infliction to

36
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the true Parisian, for whom life only begins after that hour…How then could they follow the war
and understand its progress if the cafes were closed at eight o’clock?”38 In addition, though not a
post-colonialist tract in any shape or form, The Hunger War does incorporate colonial soldiers’
perspectives and experiences, and the challenges the imperial warring nations faced in supplying
them with food. Richardson’s discusses the British military’s attempts to properly outfit the
diversity of Indian troops, whose different religious and caste dietary requirements were often a
challenge to coordinate in the chaos of the battlefield.

Colonial Food in Interwar Paris
Lauren James’s Colonial Food in Interwar Paris presents perhaps the most potent
example of food as lens for cultural interpretation of a nation during the Great War. It is also an
innovative and novel contribution to the post-colonialist historical works on World War I that
began to appear in the first decade of the 21st century. Motivated by Martinique-born
psychologist and philosopher Frantz Fanon’s work during African decolonization in the 1960s,
as well as elements of critical race theory that would arise in the 1980s, post-colonialist
historiography really took off in the late 2000s.39
James’s book examines how France both embraced and resisted foodstuffs and food
rituals from its colonies during World War I and beyond, provoking subsequent conversation
about French cuisine and “colonial cuisine”, and how the two might be reconciled. World War I
marked the first time France direly needed the colonies of West Africa and Indochina to feed the
metropole, and James argues the involvement of French nutritional scientists and government
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officials in the improvement of colonial food production both emphasized the potential
dependence of France on its overseas colonies and perhaps created a tighter hold on French
colonial ambitions. Just as important, the attempted assimilation of colonial foodstuffs—from
rice flour to Madagascan “frigo” meat to curry powder—underscored the connection of France’s
national identity to its codified cuisine and the relative “otherness” of the food cultures of
colonial French subjects. In ways similar to the conscription of the colonial troupes indigenes
from parts of Africa and Asia, the presence of these foodstuffs in France—particularly during
such a time of crisis—reemphasized the disconnect between the support and sacrifices the
colonies offered the French state and the rights and status of citizenship they received in return.
James’s monograph addresses both the “food as economic commodity” motif so critical
to the historiography of food and the First World War as well as positing how these colonial
ingredients made their way onto the cultural landscape of what may be the most celebrated
national cuisine in the world. For the examination of cuisine and national identity, she works
with a collective of exciting and diverse sources: cookbooks, wartime consumer propaganda,
gastronomic writing, as well as theoretical works from the psychological and anthropological
fields on the complicated nature of cultural food choices. In the vein of anthropologists Sidney
Mintz and Marvin Harris mentioned earlier, the historical writing comes at a time where
practitioners were further utilizing interdisciplinary approached to their respective work. For
instance, on the topic of disgust (indeed, from the Latin ‘gustus’, ‘taste’) James recalls Claude
Fischler’s “omnivores, paradox” theory, where, “the cultural belief in incorporation, that food
crosses the ‘frontier between the world and our bodies,’ and becomes part of ourselves” to
surmise that “Disgust protects eaters from both the physical and social risks of inappropriate
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food choices.”40 Incorporating an interdisciplinary approach to the cultural interpretations of
food consumption bridges the necessity colonial food supplementation during the War and the
citizens of France proper confronting the culinary diversity of what one was allowed to call
“French cuisine” in the context of a supposedly egalitarian empire.
James’s explanation of the conditional acceptance and rejection of colonial foodstuffs
vis-à-vis food shortages complicating their proud culture of national gastronomy is perhaps even
more enlightening than the economic arguments. James accomplishes this through the
presentation of a handful of fascinating phenomena related to wartime scarcity and changes to
France’s culinary character. One of the most successful anecdotes looks at the attempts to
incorporate rice flour into bread during wartime wheat shortages (pain du riz). Proponents on
Indochinese rice flour took advantage of the wheat shortages and French nationalist sentiment to
“keep white bread white”; this stemmed from obvious animus towards the Germans and their
rye-based dark breads, as well as class distinctions about bread made from only white flour for
Parisians versus that of the more whole wheat varieties of the provincial French.41
Though while rice flour offered a sensible alternative, the French could not accept pain du riz as
real bread. One of the key realizations here is to recognize the ability of a cultural connection to
food to “override” what may be a more sensible means of sustaining sustenance. Writes James,
“The inability to accept the incorporation of Indochinese rice flour into bread reflected a broader
resistance to the notion of including colonized people and cultures within the identity of the
French nation”.42
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The book’s analysis of the gastronomic literature and its assessment of colonial
foodstuffs provides further evidence of the national and racial identity many French found in
their cuisine. James’s descriptions of the homogenous “exoticism” of these foods highlights the
extent to which, while foods like tropical fruits and curry were often embraced by gastronomic
tastemakers, they were still pigeonholed into something “other” than French cuisine. James
explains: “[The French] relied heavily on the most successful integrated colonials foods: tropical
fruits and curry powder, which were assimilable because they were connected to a disembodied
generic colonial other and not to specific colonial peoples, which gastronomic literature painted
as both different and disgusting”43 Indeed, very few colonial-themed dishes gained acceptance in
French cuisine; for instance, Algerian cuisine was never offered as a French regional cuisine.44 In
addition, this literature would often highlight the tabooed (and often essentialized) aspects of
“uncivilized tastes”, such as eating “dog” and “earth” in parts of Morocco.45
James writes that, “The First World War was in many ways a battle of resources.
Governments throughout Europe ‘were thrown into the roles of suppliers and distributors of
foodstuffs, and much of the food policy formation was piecemeal, at times chaotic, in nature.”46
However, the importance of the role of food in France’s wartime experience goes beyond mere
issues of supply and demand. Culturally, a war that mobilized France’s subaltern colonies
brought with it questions of who—racially, ethnically, gastronomically—could be considered a
French citizen when the fighting was over, and it’s here where James’s culinary/post-colonial
history makes its largest contribution to the food and the Great War historiography.
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Primary Documents with Headnotes

“French ‘Banania advertisement” (1915)
Banania, a porridge made from banana flour and chocolate (and produced to this day)
was originally invented in France in 1912 for babies and children. Realizing its potential as a
calorie-dense, transportable foodstuff at the outset of the war, the French food industry began
marketing it as a wartime staple, and produced the above advertisement in 1915. Bananas do not
grow within the borders of France itself, but in the tropical climates of Africa, the Caribbean, and
the South Pacific.
France mustered soldiers from their West African colonies—the tirailleur Senegalaise
(roughly, “Senegalese sharpshooters”)-- to fight both in Africa and Europe as early as 1914. In
the advert, the red script text “y’a bon” translates as an intentionally grammatically crude “Is
good!” in a pidgin French dialect spoken by the tirailleur Senegalaise.
The figure became iconic within French commercial culture, somewhat akin to Aunt
Jemima in the United States.
Source: Matthew Richardson, The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing 1914-1918 (South
Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2015).
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Two American women utilize a modern mechanized tractor to plough a field (1917)

In the period from 1880 to 1920, the rural population of the United States went from 75%
of the nation’s population to 25%. While this urbanization changed the ways in which most
Americans conceived of and practiced work, it also made the United States one of the most
industrialized countries in the world. Here, two women use a state-of-the-art mechanized tractor
to maintain a field. Where the agrarian populations in most of the world—in areas like Russia,
Italy, and the Ottoman Empire—were still ploughing fields by hand and with draft animals, the
United States’ availability of industrial durables to consumers enabled it to provision its armed
forces when it entered the war in 1917.
Source: Matthew Richardson, The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing 1914-1918 (South
Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2015).
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“A recipe for wheatless cake and pastry from the United States Food Administration”
(1918)
The United States began conserving food even before entering the war in 1917, supplying
Great Britain with much-needed provisions since 1915. However, after American troops
deployed to Europe, the United States Food Administration (USFA) greatly increased its efforts
to conserve staple foodstuffs—notably, wheat. This coincided with an era of increased
government involvement in the affairs and welfare of its citizens in the Progressive Era in the
United States.
Source: Wheat-less Breads and Cakes—Save the Wheat for Victory, United States Food Leaflet
No. 20, page 1. The National Archives at Philadelphia, The United States Food Administration,
1918.
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“British ad for Maconochies canned food” (1916)
The British army awarded Maconochies a lucrative contract to supply the troops with its
canned stew during the Boer War, and this contract continued nearly two decades later. The
can’s directions read "contents may be eaten hot or cold", and that the unopened can should first
be heated in boiling water for 30 minutes. British food supply companies like Maconochies
attached the marketing of their products to the soldiers’ experience in the war, and continued to
market these products immediately after the war was over. For food companies in Germany,
attachment of their goods to the war was exceedingly rare.
One journalist described Maconochies canned goods as, “…the accumulation of a lump
of fat on top of barely recognizable chunks of meat and vegetables: an inferior grade of garbage".
Source: Steven Brocklehurst, “World War I: The dubious reputation of Maconochie’s stew”.
BBC News (23 April 2014), http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-27118824
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“British and Germany Domestic Food Production, 1893 and 1913”

On the eve of World War I, two-thirds of Britain’s food supplies came from overseas.
There were a number of reasons for this. The British had dominated mercantile capitalism for
centuries, and Britain’s vast overseas colonies and trading partners, both reached by Her
Majesty’s globally dominant navy, were part of this economic infrastructure.
But Britain was also a small island nation with a sizeable population that had, by the end
of the nineteenth century, been moving to cities at a feverish pace. Those farmers who remained
were not encouraged to grow calorie-dense staples (like wheat and potatoes) or raise “efficient”
animals like pigs (who offer a much greater “rate of return” on the time taken to raise them).
Whereas German agricultural policy stressed this kind of efficiency, the British system allowed
for a more laissez-faire system that allowed farmers to grow crops and raise animals that would
bring them the most profit. This has led historians to debate whether Germany deliberately
adapted its farming practices in preparation of a European war.
Source: National Unionist Association, Gleanings and Memoranda, Vol. XLIII (July-December
1914), 52-33.

  

27  

Textbook Chapter Review

Though literally thousands of books have been written about nearly every aspect of the
First World War, Ellis and Esler’s chapter does not—and should not—seek to offer a
compendium of every historiographic angle. Indeed, considering the audience and the necessary
brevity of the event within a World History course, their survey does a fine job of driving home
many of the greater themes and lingering issues of the conflict, while touching on many of its
previously (at least from my recollection of the topic in my high school textbook) ignored
aspects. Overall, while there are some over-simplifications of some things and needless dwelling
on others, the chapter does a relatively good job at transmitting the facts and a general
understanding of the Great War to its intended 10th grade audience.
The account of the causes of the war is straightforward enough, employing the “M.A.I.N.
explanation” with the “Archduke Igniting the Power Keg” catalyst. Students can rightfully
understand that while the intention to construct a web of alliances was originally to ensure a
balance of power, the geopolitical positioning ironically turned a seemingly isolated
assassination into a sweeping cascade of casus belli. However, the alliances are made to
introduce the war as too much of a foregone conclusion; additionally, the beginnings of the
chapter seem to suggest that these conditions happened in somewhat of a vacuum, and that the
war was a wild fluke that disturbed a century of relative peace in Europe. Still, the authors’
treatment of nationalism is mostly strong, though concentrates almost exclusively on the panSlavic ethno-nationalism of Russia and the Balkan states.
In Section 2, “A New Kind of War”, the authors fall somewhat for the detached
fetishizing of military technology vis-a-vis human casualties, but this is not always the case. A
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“Note Taking” assignment in the margins asks students to draw a concept web of “key terms”
under the heading “Technology of Modern Warfare” to no evident goal of greater understanding
of the devastation this technology wrought. However, included under the “Poison Gas”
subsection is a well-abridged primary source account from a soldier describing himself suffering
a gas attack like a, “king of fish with my mouth open gasping for air”.47 It also includes some
engrossing, detailed schematics of the typical trench system that offers more visual/map-inclined
learners an alternative to the solely written descriptions of life in the trenches. It expands upon
this with a full-page “Humanities Literature” section in which students are tasked with reading
an extended passage from All Quiet on the Western Front.48
Despite its goal as a surveying macro-description of the Great War, the chapter does take
time to both describe the conflict from the point of view of those who engaged in it. In the
“Reaction to the War” subsection, the authors take an opportunity to describe some of the home
front reactions to the war, including from the blockaded German population, the labor unrest in
Great Britain, and the beginnings of the Irish Revolution. Furthermore, Ellis and Esler
refreshingly offer an (albeit brief and anonymous) perspective of the colonial populations who
served in the war, and tie their reluctance to their disappointment at the betrayal of selfdetermination at the war’s end. From what I can recall, my high school text books lacked any
such mention of colonial participation or connection to later independence movements.
The "consequences” section traffics a bit too much in the often-facile “reparations setting
the stage for World War II” tropes, but otherwise offers students with a sense of how
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dramatically the world changed by 1920. There are some great visuals here to both illustrate the
drastic changes the war had on the political boundaries of Europe between 1914 and 1920 and
more so, individual pie charts (each representing a specific power) showing the share of “Died,
Wounded, Taken Prisoner, or Unharmed” percentages of the respective belligerents.49 The
differentiation of the existential horror and human cost of the war—through plain text, poetry,
photographs, and here, quantitative data—is actually one of the strongest aspects of the chapter.
This textbook chapter lays a solid foundation for a basic understanding of the First World
War. It incorporates different avenues to present the takeaways—both intellectual and emotional,
and offers students looking to investigate more esoteric aspects of the war a good departure point
for further exploration. A savvy teacher could absolutely use this as a primer and factual basis on
with which to supplement a robust unit on the critical 20th century conflict.
And as one would probably suspect, no mention of food.

49
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Textbook chapter: World War I through Food

From 1914 to 1918, European powers waged a global war against one another in what
came to be known as World War I, or “The Great War”. The conflict was fought for many
reasons in many places, from the trenches of France to the colonies of German East Africa to the
Dardanelles in present-day Turkey. The main belligerents (opposing forces) were the Triple
Entente (the Russian Empire, France, and United Kingdom) versus the Central Powers of
Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, though others such as Serbia, Belgium, the Ottoman
Empire, Japan, Italy, and later, the United States, were heavily involved. Though historians still
argue the exact causes of the war, many highlight nationalism, a web of complicated alliances,
competitive global colonialism and imperialism, and an increased industrialized militarism as the
principle reasons. World War I stands out for its use of ever-advancing modern military
technology, that materialized in horrific battles and casualty rates theretofore unseen in warfare.
A total of over 15 million military combatants and civilians died as a result.
The Great War was also significant for arguably being the first “total war”—one where
the powers engaged in battle depended heavily on the production and temperament of the home
front. Because of the massive amounts of men mobilized in industrialized armies across the
globe, feeding these troops quickly became a top priority for all involved. Consequently, as the
war dragged on, governments needed to find ways to provision its citizens at home. Food
scarcity and even starvation were not uncommon—an early British naval blockade caused
famine across Germany, food shortages were prevalent across Austria-Hungary and the Russian
Empire, and the British Empire enforced conservation and marshalled food resources from its
many colonies and its friendly relationship with the United States. The connection of food
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preservation with national cuisines and food agencies further reinforced a sense of nationalism
and patriotism among those supporting their countries at war. However, this was not always the
case; food shortages led to civil unrest—mostly among women tasked with fighting the war on
their respective home fronts—and governments sometimes found themselves needing to
concentrate on feeding their own territories as much as strategizing over battles and invasions. In
the case of the Russian Empire, bread shortages were a key aspect of the collapse of the Tsarist
government and the Russian Revolution in 1917 that brought Russian out of the war completely.

Understanding “Total War”
Nearly all of the great powers involved in the Great War did not expect it to last long.
Accordingly, many of these nations only made plans for the short-term provisioning of their
armies. As it became clear that the war would be a drawn out affair that required the nation’s full
commitment of resources and effort, governments took steps to mobilize their respective home
fronts to produce foods and material, and to make sure as many resources as possible were going
into the defeat of the enemy. Food agencies were set up in many countries to control
consumption and distribution. In the Russian Empire, the Ministry of Food appropriated wheat
grown by the peasants in order to feed the Tsar’s massive army. Similar agencies were set up in
Great Britain and the United States as well.
However, citizens of the nations involved did not always consume less because of
scarcity, or because their government forcefully limited what they could keep of themselves.
Propaganda addressing food issues played a major role in connecting citizens on the home front
to their husbands, fathers, and sons on the battlefield and put them in a “total war” with the
enemy and his own respective countrymen and women at home. In the Austro-Hungarian
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Empire, women and children enduring the war at home were encouraged to quietly sacrifice for
the war effort by drastically reducing their daily calorie intake and abstain from foodstuffs that
could be utilized by the army.

Nationalism was a critical cause of WWI—cuisine reinforces nationalism
Though the necessity and act of eating is truly universal, the foods we eat, the ways we
consume them, and how specific cultures combine them to create a “cuisine” often bonds people
together on ethic, regional, and most of all, national bases. After all, what descriptor would you
use to classify spaghetti or lasagna? Croissants and cheese? Eating, and the types of food we eat,
are often deeply intimate and personal (think: sitting down to eat with your family) but also bond
certain groups of people culturally. Food affinities and aversions also drive us to think other
groups are weird or “wrong” for their consumption, from the light dismissal of certain European
countries dipping their fried in mayonnaise to the disgust of others eating insects, cats, dogs, or
horses.
World War I was no exception to this notion of food and nationalism. As we learned
earlier, the conflict was heavily influenced by the ways in which individual countries showed an
overwhelming pride and superiority of their nation’s customs, history, and people over other
nations. Food only furthered this distinction, both on the home front and on the battlefield.
Governments took pride in being able to continuously feed their soldiers the foods they were
used to eating, and marketed foodstuffs as soldiers of the nation enjoyed consuming in the
trenches. Pieces of French propaganda showed well-fed soldiers supplied with baguettes and
portions of red wine, which was often far from the realities of the front.
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Rations: Feeding the armies
Every front of the Great War was terrifying and miserable for soldiers, but no
environment illustrates horrible battlefield conditions like the trenches of the western front.
Competing armies—mostly French and British on one side and Germans on the over—existed in
grueling, filthy conditions for months on end, with little strategic gains to show for it. And while
German, French, and British soldiers were well-fed relative to those in the Austro-Hungarian and
Russian armies, their rations were often unpalatable and sometimes caused disease that would
spread through the trenches.
When they entered the war in 1914, both the Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires
assumed it would not last very long. Accordingly, they did not make long-term plans for
supplying either their home fronts or their armies. Though by 1916, two-thirds of food grown in
Russia was being sent to the eastern front, its infrastructure limited its ability to amply supply
soldiers. Austria-Hungary had similar problems with these logistics. Consequently, both powers
dealt with morale issues stemming from lack of adequate rations.

Imperialism, and the “global war”—colonies fed empires
Deadly battles took place on the Western Front and Eastern Front, but also waged in
Africa and East Asia. Here, colonized peoples—while only marginally recognized as part of their
colonizer’s nation, if at all, joined the ranks of the imperial armies. In some cases, they also
helped supply European powers with food. Great Britain and France in particular depended on
their colonies to make up for the food they could not produce themselves at home.
However, as previously discussed, citizens often have special connections to their
national food and ways of eating. The types of food brought in from the colonies were often
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perceived to challenge the national identities of the mother countries. At the same time, these
foods demonstrated the difference of those in the colonies. For instance, when wheat grew scarce
in France as the war wore on, there were attempts to encourage the French people to use rice
flour from southeast Asia as wartime alternative. People in France vocally condemned the
production and consumption of pan du riz (rice bread) as an abomination of the classic French
baguette made of white wheat bread. The rice bread, like the residents of French Indochina,
could not be identified as “truly French”.

Food scarcity empowering populations and sparking revolution
Some nations were better equipped than others in their ability to feed themselves. As an
island nation with a larger urban population, Great Britain struggled to feed itself. As we learned
earlier about France, it sought out foodstuffs from its colonies. It also received a massive amount
of supplies from the United States. But as food committees established political food policy,
formerly radical political groups were able to use the sacrifices demanded of the people to spark
political change. In Great Britain, the Labour Party became more popular by suggesting that a
government was responsible for providing its citizens with basic needs, namely food. In Russia,
the demand for bread played a key role in the revolution that took place in 1917 that pulled
Russia out of the war that same year.
In some areas of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, massive food shortages
enabled women to take to the streets and makes demands of their respective governments with a
new sense of empowerment. As during this time women were often solely responsible for
keeping and feeding their households, their demands for bread, butter, and cake allowed them to
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gain political visibility and proposition their governments for guaranteed assurances of social
welfare after the war ended.

Building “the international”
When an Armistice was declared in November 1918, the fighting had completely
exhausted many of the primary belligerents. Many of the great powers met at Versailles to
attempt to establish a new game plan for the way the world would operate in the wake of war.
Though the attempts to create an international system that would not allow all-out global war to
happen again would fail, the challenge of feeding their citizens and soldiers had brought these
European countries into a more interconnected global economy. Not only did some countries
depend on their allies to help feed them, but they depended further on their colonies as well. The
truly global war resulted in a truly global food system when the fighting ceased.
The African and Asian colonies of these beleaguered nations and empires were also
driven to demand further autonomy and even independence from their colonizers. By both
supplying them with soldiers, food, and manpower, people from the colonies began to demand
more rights from the imperial powers that ruled them. In the same way, seeing these great
powers wage a horrific war on one another—and struggle to supply themselves in the process—
reinforced their fallibility and planted the seeds for independence movements that would finally
materialize after the Second World War a quarter century later.
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